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gressmen as undermining their peculiar institution of regional
differentials, and regarded by others as too prolix and compli-
cated in phraseology, the measure was worsted in December
—"the first time/' as Secretary of Labor Perkins reflected,
"that a major administration bill had been defeated on the
floor of the House." In June, 1938, however, after the chast-
ening of a winter's recession and further political strategy on
behalf of a modified and simplified bill, Congress passed it.
"Except perhaps for the Social Security Act/' the president
told the nation, "it is the most far-sighted program for the
benefit of workers ever adopted in this or in any other coun-
try."
Its forebear was the Walsh-Healey public-contracts act,
passed late in 1935, which had established the forty-hour
week for all government contractors supplying more than
ten thousand dollars' worth of goods and required them to
pay minimum wages fixed by the secretary of labor upon the
basis of "prevailing wages" for such work in the particular
neighborhood. The doctrine of prevailing wages had also
entered into the setting of WPA relief workers' pay. The
fair-labor-standards act of 1938 extended to all work "affect-
ing interstate commerce," exempting only agriculture, fishing
and certain types of selling and service. It instituted a normal
maximum work week of forty-four hours (to be reduced
gradually to forty), with time-and-a-half pay for overtime
except in certain seasonal occupations. The minimum wage
was fixed for the first year at twenty-five cents an hour, with
automatic raises looking toward an eventual floor of forty
cents. Such gradualism was designed to ease the employers'
period of readjustment The act also abolished child labor in
the making of goods for interstate commerce.
This federal regulation of wages and hours—more potent
than state controls, which often resulted merely in trans-
planting industry into less progressive regions—had a far-
reaching effect upon the American wage-earner* The chief
beneficiaries were the nonunion, unprotected workers:

